As I perused the list of upcoming titles last year, I came across a text on a topic that immediately caught my attention. Liam Heneghan's book Beasts at Bedtime examines the environmental lessons that are woven into children's literature, from classic tales such as those of the Brothers Grimm to more modern favourites such as the Harry Potter series.
I did not -as perhaps I should have -decide to read the book at bedtime, for that period was already reserved for the reading of a different beastly tale: Stephen King's The Shining, which in hindsight is perhaps one of the worst stories to delve into right before you turn out the lights and lay your head down to rest. You must excuse me therefore if this review takes a sudden and sinister turn... Jokes aside, children's literature itself has never been shy about introducing little ones to the most morbid and sinister of characters and topics. Indeed, I believe that I fear the button-eyed stepmother of Neil Gaiman's heroine Coraline (from the book of the same name) far more than I do all the ghouls of King's Overlook Hotel put together. This is not to say that The Shining isn't scary. In fact, I found that the most eerie moments always took place when Danny Torrance, the six-yearold protagonist of the tale, came into contact with one of the hotel's ghoulish residents. And this makes sense to me: Danny is a vulnerable boy and the reader's own sense of alarm is heightened when the horrors of the hotel are seen through his innocent young eyes.
Children's stories often involve young and/or vulnerable protagonists, but they also reach their target audience at a time when those little readers or listeners are arguably at their most impressionable and when their imaginations are (again like many of the stories' characters) running wild. Such a period is an important time for shaping the values and beliefs that children will hold dear as they head into their adulthood. It therefore comes as no surprise that children's literature is riddled with examples of moral themes, such as good overcoming evil, characters young and old bowing down to the wisdom of their elders (often parents) after an initial misdemeanour that underpins the progression of the plot, and the return of the protagonist(s) to the safety of home. It stands to reason then that children's literature is also an excellent place to impart environmental knowledge on its young audience, and the theme's inclusion is nothing newa fact that is precisely what Heneghan wants to bring to our attention. The material is already there; you just need to know where to look.
Heneghan's book is an excellent read and it repeatedly stirs up that feeling of nostalgia that one gets from re-reading an old favourite. The retellings and discussions of the literary works are combined with stories and anecdotes of Heneghan's own experiences as a youngster, together with some charming stories about his own children. Near the beginning of the book, for example, he refl ects on the bedtime procedure in his house as a child: his father would read to him and each of his siblings (six children in total) one by one, seven pages each. That meant that each child receivedshould they pay attention to the stories read to their siblings -a total of six bedtime readings a night! And if this is the history of a person set to become an ecologist by profession, then one would assume that this formula is a winning one.
"Cozy times such as these may, I now realize, represent the greatest opportunity we have to share our excitement about the joys of the natural world and to cultivate wisdom on how we can all protect it." Liam Heneghan, Beast at Bedtime.
The literary examples that are provided in the book are organised by habitat -'pastoral', 'wilderness', 'island' and 'urban' settings -in order to cover the bulk of environments that can be found within children's literature.
We begin with an introduction to the importance of the home and its symbolic role in presenting a return to nature, often played out through the eyes of a character who is longing for the days of the past. In some instances, the pastoral serves as a reminder that we can return to such ways of life: the return of Bilbo Baggins to the Shire at the end of J.R.R. Tolkien's The Hobbit being one such example. As Heneghan puts it, "the pastoral embraces the dream of a homecoming -back to the environment from which we came". All will be well for the future if we can simply return to the ways of the past, or so the theory goes. Literature often makes such dreams a possibility when reality restricts them: Heneghan discusses the relevance of A.A. Milne's Pooh tales in evoking feelings of the comfort of home, a feeling referred to as 'endemophilia', which acts in opposition to the loss of connection with the home that comes as we grow older, move away, and miss the changes that take place in our native landscape, only to return and become disillusioned at what we see.
The pastoral setting also provides a window into the ecology of the natural world, whether that is through the interplay of characters in a bordering wood, a fi eld or a garden. Heneghan explains how the interaction between Mr McGregor and the rabbits and other small creatures that venture into the man's garden in Beatrix Potter's tales provides young readers with an understanding of food cycles and an environment in which one takes place: the rabbits must try to eat the vegetables in the garden to survive and in turn the gardener eats the rabbits and plants new seeds. Eat and try not to be eaten is sensible advice! The inclusion of a garden or other pastoral setting as a means of portraying the importance of ecological equilibrium through children's literature provides a quaint portrait for young readers. As Heneghan puts it, this environment creates a "middle space" where we can exist (theoretically) in peace with nature (note that the author does not neglect to mention the negatives of agriculture here), in contrast to the concrete surroundings of the urban landscape or the wilderness of untamed places.
"It is assumed that a love of nature is key to preserving the wildest places and creatures. We protect most, the argument goes, what best we understand." Liam Heneghan, Beast at Bedtime.
Heneghan begins the section on wilderness by pointing out the dangers of defi ning the word. The lands of indigenous communities were once considered 'wilderness' by some people, and land that was previously managed by past civilisations might still contain the long-lasting effects of the land's cultivation. How then could it be considered wild?
The author briefl y covers the oldest known forms of storytelling: fi rst discussing the use of cave drawings and then oral storytelling as means of passing down vital knowledge of the natural and wild world. Wilderness in this respect is something outside of our control, often to be treated with caution, and sometimes to be tamed.
In the case of fairy tales, Heneghan defi nes wilderness as the place where the hero will visit but will not remain. Though the wilderness may appear menacing and unfamiliar, we are given a glimpse at its economic importance. The woods in Hänsel and Gretel, for example, are the source of income for the protagonists' father, who is a woodcutter; the family relies on the wilderness. (Heneghan later discusses this same dependence in relation to the survival prospects of Katniss Everdeen in Suzanne Collins's The Hunger Games trilogy: the protagonist's success in the games can be attributed to her knowledge of the wild and how to survive within it.)
Heneghan also uses J.R.R. Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings trilogy to illustrate how the wilderness can be both welcoming and threatening, with members of the Fellowship constantly moving from one natural landscape to another and fi nding both allies and enemies along the way. Moving to Birmingham from South Africa and becoming an orphan at an early age, Tolkien's longing for nature and disillusionment with the industrial world infl uenced his writing. The author's affi nity with trees in particular can be seen throughout his books to the extent that some become characters in their own right, such as Treebeard, the walking, talking Ent. Heneghan justifi ably points out that Tolkien not only illustrates the wonder and signifi cance of the trees but also goes into depth to describe the unjust and terrible nature of their destruction: the protagonists live with and revere the trees, whereas the 'baddies' only seek the trees' destruction. Yes, kids, deforestation isn't good.
Here is perhaps where my only quibble with the book arose. Throughout the text, Heneghan continually refers to stories and tales derived from his native Ireland. I came to appreciate these segments as charming insights into the tales that obviously made an impression on him as a child, and this makes them important examples to guide his argument on the importance of bedtime reading. However, it was in the chapter on Tolkien where I found the connection with Ireland to be ever so slightly strained. Heneghan admits full-heartedly that Tolkien's Middle-earth was created long before the author ever set foot on Irish soil, but despite this fact he still attempts to weave a connection between the two. Perhaps such a thing is simply easier to see from a native Irishman's perspective, and to his credit he concludes the chapter by admitting the inconclusiveness of such thinking.
"Lo! Young we are and yet have stood like planted hearts in the great Sun of Love so long (as two fair trees in woodland or in open dale stand utterly entwined and breathe the airs and suck the very light together) that we have become as one, deep rooted in the soil of Life and tangled in the sweet growth."
A poem by J.R.R. Tolkien to his wife, Edith.
Heneghan argues that islands are an important setting in children's literature because they allow an author to represent rich biodiversity at a miniature scale. Wildlife that cannot be seen together elsewhere can be represented within the same space on an island, and the confi nes of the rules and realities of the outside world are shut out, giving the feeling that anything could happen in such a place. In a way, islands are magical and it takes an inherent understanding of the environment in order to survive (and, in some cases, tame) that magical setting. And like magic, there is a responsibility of the user not to abuse or imbalance the forces of nature. Zick (1845-1907) of Hänsel and Gretel.
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As well as imparting an understanding of biodiversity to children, an island can also teach them a lot about the nature of the human spirit, such as the maddening fear of isolation seen in Robinson Crusoe, the regression to savagery in Lord of the Flies from the absence of a civil structure, and the loneliness represented in Island of the Blue Dolphins. (I had never come across this latter text before and I think it speaks to Heneghan's thoroughness that a reader can fi nd something new to discover.) When stripped of our 'natural' environment, what becomes of us and how do we handle this loss? Will our protagonists conquer the island or will it conquer them? "(...) we live not just in the world as it is given to us, as most animals do, but are capable of imagining alternative futures that humans then have a hand in shaping." Liam Heneghan, Beast at Bedtime.
Urban storytelling is perhaps not the fi rst thing to come to mind when discussing environmental wisdom in children's literature, but the urban environment provides a good illustration of what life was, is and might be in the setting's juxtaposition with nature.
Whether the story highlights a rural setting being assimilated into a larger urban landscape (Virginia Lee Burton's The Little House), an industry at odds with the natural world (Dr. Seuss's The Lorax), or the concept of a city as an ecological system with material fl owing in and out of it (Jean de Brunhoff's The Story of Babar), it refl ects the fi ne balance between urban and natural environments. And it is through these stories that children can be taught to care about our role with nature by providing them with warnings of and potential remedies for ecological damage: the little prince, in the story of the same name by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, learns of his responsibility to his rose and of the reasons it is so dear to him, while Dr. Seuss provides an example of the wrong way to effect change and encourage sustainability through his representation of the Lorax. Ultimately, Beasts at Bedtime is a marvellously enjoyable read. Heneghan does not aim to instruct the reader on the dos and don'ts of reading children's literature, but he emphasises the importance of raising awareness of environmental themes and issues among the next and future generations. After all, it will be these generations that suffer most from the implications of anthropomorphic damage to our planet. In discussing the importance of refl ecting on the lessons that can be found in the literature, Heneghan also mentions the importance of other outlets in a child's development, such as the need for time spent outside the house to explore the world fi rst-hand. He notes that time to learn and refl ect upon the natural world is just as important as the exploration itself: if a child is taught to revere the natural environment as well as to love it, then they might be more inclined to take care of it.
With that knowledge in mind, did I fi nd any environmental messages in Stephen King's book, despite it being aimed at a more mature audience? Unsurprisingly, I did not get the feeling of the safety of home from The Shining, but the book does examine the nature of the human mind and the stresses put upon a small group of people when they are trapped together for an extended period. (I suppose that we might consider the Overlook Hotel to be an island in itself.) The fear of repeating the mistakes of the past is ever present in the novel, as is the notion that such mistakes leave a sometimes permanent and unforgettable mark on the world. What better lesson could there be for attempting to learn sooner rather than later from the lessons of the past, being better than those who have come before us, and understanding the reliance that all creatures (even ghosts) have on their environment? But perhaps I'm overthinking this… If nothing else, I know that I'll take my chances with the great outdoors any day -snow blizzards or otherwise -if it means avoiding my own destruction at the hands of the ghosts of the past.
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